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This thesis examines the effect that ROE have on the 
conduct of special operations in order to contribute to an 
increased understanding of the proper employment of elite 
forces. It argues that "inappropriate" ROE can result from 
1) an imbalance in the natural tension between the 
requirements of statecraft and military efficiency present in 
all military operations and 2) organizational friction 
resulting from inaccurate translation of broad political 
objectives, through various levels in the chain of command, 
into an inappropriate tactical ROE for a specific unit . 
Additionally, it argues that the nature of special 
operations, and the principles vital to their proper 
employment, cause them to be most sensitive to these sources 
of inappropriate ROE in either crisis or conflict. This 
thesis concludes that ROE can be used to achieve indirect 
political control over special operations, but achieving this 
control is more difficult and more hazardous with special 
operations than with conventional forces. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



The ROE under which SOF operate were initially 
influenced and formalized with ships, aircraft or general 
purpose ground forces in mind. These ROE were created within 
a Cold War setting and calibrated to minimize chances of 
sparking general war with the USSR. With the end of the Cold 
War and an increased focus on and employment of SOF, it is 
imperative that the ROE governing special operations be 
examined. The ROE used in the conduct of special operations 
influence the success or failure of these operations, and in 
turn contribute to the success or failure of national policy. 

The purpose of this thesis is to address the effect that 
the ROE have on the conduct of special operations and to 
contribute to an increased understanding of the proper 
employment of elite forces. Specifically, this thesis 
addresses two questions. First, can ROE be used to achieve 
indirect political control over special operations? Second, 
what are the causes and consequences of "inappropriate" ROE 
when employing SOF in pursuit of political objectives? I 
argue that there are two causes of inappropriate ROE. First, 
inappropriate ROE can result from an imbalance in the natural 
tension between the requirements of statecraft and military 
efficiency present in all military operations. This tension 
becomes greater in the OOTW environment where the political 
objectives and military requirements experience the greatest 



xi 



divergence. Oddly, the ROE are a case where healthy "pulling 
and hauling" between policy makers and military commanders 
makes for better, rather than worse, overall outcomes. 

Second, while inappropriate ROE can result from an 
imbalance in the political-military tension, I argue that 
organizational friction is also a cause of inappropriate ROE. 
Using organization theory, this thesis examines how 
organizational friction is created from inaccurate 
translation of broad political objectives, through various 
levels in the chain of command, into inappropriate tactical 
ROE for a specific unit. In this situation there can exist, 
not only written ROE, but also implicit ROE. 

Finally, I argue that the nature of special operations, 
and the principles vital to their proper employment, cause 
them to be most sensitive to these sources of inappropriate 
ROE in either a crisis or conflict. This thesis lays out 
exactly how the ROE can affect SOF and their ability to 
conduct operations successfully on a strategic, operational 
and tactical level in support of a larger military or 
national purpose. U.S. intervention in two different cases, 
Panama and Somalia, are examined through a process of 
"analytic induction" to illustrate the results of employing 
ROE that are inappropriate in the conduct of special 
operations . 

The first case, the U.S. Navy SEAL raid on Paitilla 
airfield during Operation Just Cause, illustrates how 
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inappropriate ROE are created through organizational 
friction. Operation Just Cause was a unilateral U.S. action 
influenced by a great concern for minimizing collateral 
damage in an effort to avoid domestic and international 
criticism. During the translation of the political goals 
into military objectives and tactical ROE by each level in 
the chain of command, inferences "shaped" the written ROE and 
created implicit ROE which further restricted the conduct of 
this operation. 

The second case, the use of SOF in Somalia during 
Operation Restore Hope and UNOSOM II, illustrates the 
creation of inappropriate ROE because of an imbalance between 
political requirements and military necessity. SOF played 
two main roles in the intervention in Somalia. The most 
publicized was the mission to capture General Aideed 
conducted by Task Force Ranger. The other role, which 
received less attention, was the use of SOF in anti-sniper 
and sniper operations. Looking past the political debacle 
resulting from the Task Force Ranger operation, this case 
features an imbalance in the political-military equilibrium 
during the planning phase, but a successful use of the ROE to 
control SOF during the execution phase, despite a complex 
operating environment. 
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This thesis draws the following conclusions: 

1. ROE can be used to achieve indirect political control 
over special operations, but it is more difficult with 
special operations than with conventional forces . 

2. Successful special operations represent somewhat of a 
paradox. SOF are usually selected as a minimal force 
military solution at the political and military strategic 
level. However, at the tactical level, SOF must have the 
latitude to apply maximum force in order to succeed. 

3. An attempt by policy makers and senior military staffs 
to fine tune a special operation, which by nature is already 
a limited collateral damage option, can result in tactical 
failure or an increase in casualties . 

4. Coup de main special operations conducted at the 
strategic level will have a greater chance of a political- 
military imbalance, because they are directly connected to 
high level policy and entail high risk. 

5. Protracted special operations should be less vulnerable 
to inappropriate ROE resulting from an imbalance in the 
political-military tension. 

6. Inappropriate implicit or inferred ROE are most likely 
in tactical level operations which have multiple layers of 
command between the policy maker and the tactical military 
commander . 
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7. Because the tactical unit represents the lowest level of 
command, written, implicit and inferred ROE will govern the 
conduct of their operations . 

8. Placing SOF members in staffs and ensuring that they 
take a proactive role in the process of translating broad 
political and strategic military objectives into appropriate 
tactical level ROE is critical to the success of special 
operations . 

9. Writing ROE is a two-way street and tactical units must 
"push up" the chain of command and provide their concerns and 
requirements with regard to ROE. 
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INTRODUCTION 



I . 



A . RELEVANCE 

In the last decade, and especially in the wake of the 
cold war, the amount of attention directed toward special 
operations has increased. In 1986, the Cohen-Nunn Amendment 
created the United States Special Operations Command 
(USSOCOM) , which placed a special operations officer on the 
same level as theater commanders . Funding and manning for 
special operations forces have increased, or at least 
remained constant, even as conventional forces have 
experienced cutbacks. 1 The political and military utility of 
special operations forces (SOF) has increased as the 
international environment has moved from a balance of power 
between the U.S. and Soviet Union toward a pre-eminent 
American position. 

Since the end of the Cold War, the U.S. has been faced 

with an eruption of low intensity conflicts and humanitarian 

crises along with an increasing number of conventional wars. 

Consequently, missions for the U.S. military and SOF now 

range from large conventional operations, such as the Gulf 

War, to military operations other than war (OOTW) , such as 

those conducted in Somalia, Bosnia or Haiti. OOTW appear to 

have become the norm in the new international environment. 

1 General Carl aT. Stiner, "Memorandum for the Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, Subject: End of Tour Report" (MacDill AFB, FL: Hq . 
USSOCOM, 1993), 4. 
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